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ABSTRACT

This special issue revisits key themes in the social science literature on transnationalism and mobility before addressing specific issues associated with return, circular, and onward migration arising from this special issue. We frame our discussion around the interconnected temporal, spatial, social and legal dimensions explored by our contributors: the relationship between migration, generation, and stage in the life cycle; the implications of changing responsibilities to kin in the home and host countries; the notion of returning ‘home’ or to the ‘homeland’; and the relationship between citizenship, documentation and (national) identification.

TRANSNATIONALISM AND RETURN MIGRATION

Historically, much work in migration studies looked at migration from the perspective of receiving countries, focusing primarily on macro-level ‘push–pull’ factors and the degree to which migrants and refugees became integrated or alternatively remained excluded in their ‘host’ societies (Olwig, 2007: 8; Vertovec, 2001: 574). In the 1990s, however, anthropologists pioneered what has become known as a transnational approach to migration (see e.g. Basch et al., 1994; Glick Schiller et al., 1992; Kearney, 1995), which subsequently spread across the social sciences, particularly sociology and geography (e.g. Bailey, 2001; Portes et al., 1999; Smith & Bailey, 2004; Smith & Guarnizo 1998; Vertovec & Cohen, 1999). Broadly, a transnational approach to international migration adds the perspectives of sending countries, migrants, and non-migrants by probing the socio-economic implications of remittances for sending countries and those left behind and by drawing attention to the degree to which migrants and refugees continue to participate in political processes, economic activities and familial life in their ‘home’ societies (e.g. Bailey, 2001: 403; Basch et al., 1994: 7; Vertovec, 2001: 574).​[1]​

Within migration studies, a similar trajectory can be identified in relation to analyses of return migration, that is, ‘the movement of emigrants back to their homelands to resettle’ (Gmelch, 1980: 136). Since its inception in 1950, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has propounded three ‘durable solutions’ to the refugee ‘problem’: local integration in the host country, voluntary repatriation to the original country, and resettlement in a third country. Following a dramatic rise in forced displacement, the UNHCR declared the 1990s as the decade of voluntary repatriation, sparking a wave of academic and practitioner interest in the topic (e.g. Allen & Morsink, 1994; Allen, 1996; Black & Koser, 1999). From the perspectives of the governments of receiving and sending countries alike, return migration has often been seen as an ideal in policy discussion regarding refugees, asylum seekers and economic migrants alike: the return of refugees after the end of conflict, the reversal of the ‘brain-drain’ through the return of skilled professionals to developing countries, or the expulsion of unsuccessful asylum seekers and irregular migrants (cf. Black & King, 2004: 80-81; Koser & Black, 1999: 4-5).

But what about the perspectives of returnees themselves? Why might migrants leave their host country for their country of origin? Thirty years ago George Gmelch highlighted a series of reasons for return migration, including push factors such as unfavourable economic, social and/or climactic conditions in the host country, and pull factors such as kinship ties and commitments and/or and feelings of allegiance to the home society (Gmelch, 1980: 138-140). Depending on their original motivation for emigration, return migration may represent either success or failure from the perspectives of the migrants themselves (Gmelch, 1980: 137, 141). Those who emigrated with a view to accumulating sufficient wealth to establish themselves more comfortably in their home societies may see return migration as the desired outcome of the original emigration. For those who had hoped to build a better life abroad and had intended to settle permanently, return migration may be seen as failure to integrate or flourish in the host country (cf. Cassarino, 2004).

Gmelch also outlined some of the implications of return migration for migrants, such as the challenges of adaptation and readjustment, and the implications of return migration for the home societies, including the introduction of new work skills and new attitudes (whether innovative or conservative) and the investment of savings. Many subsequent publications, including recent special issues of PSP (e.g. Black & King, 2004; Piper, 2009), have concentrated on the latter – the implications of emigration and return migration upon home societies – with a particular focus on the ‘migration–development nexus’, whereby migrants’ remittances and returnees themselves contribute financially and practically to development projects in the home country. The contributions to this special issue focus instead on the implications of return migration for the migrants themselves. Return and reintegration into the home country may be rife with difficulties for returnees, especially when such societies have been transformed in the interim through war, political upheaval, or economic crisis (see Allen & Turton, 1996: 10-15; Koser & Black, 1999: 6-12; Oxfeld & Long, 2004: 11-12; Rogge, 1994: 34-39; Stefansson, 2004: 3-5).

NORMALISING MOBILITY

A second key development in migration studies has been the denaturalisation of ‘sedentarist’ links between place and identity, which has been accompanied by the normalisation of mobility (Cresswell, 2001). Liisa Malkki sparked a key debate in refugee studies in the 1990s by criticising the assumption that repatriation is the ideal ‘natural’ solution to ‘the refugee problem’ on the grounds that it takes for granted that identities are naturally territorially rooted (see Malkki, 1992; cf. Kibreab, 1999; cf. Hammond, 2004; Jansen & Löfving, 2009: 2-3, 5; Lavie & Swedenburg, 1996: 1; Long & Oxfeld, 2004: 5; Stefansson, 2004: 8). Recent literature on transnational migration and the ‘migration–development nexus’ has emphasised the high value placed by social actors on their ability to be mobile (Black & King, 2004: 80; Piper, 2009: 98). This warrants attention not only on return migration but also on other forms of secondary migration, such as circular migration (between two or more locations) and onward migration (to a new location).

Return migration that meets the basic criteria of not resulting in re-emigration may be considered ‘sustainable’ and therefore desirable from the perspectives of host and home governments alike (cf. Couldrey & Morris, 2004). Recent literature, however, has questioned the dual assumptions that return must be permanent and that re-emigration indicates failed return, arguing instead that perpetual circulation may be a key feature of sustainable return (see Allen & Turton, 1996: 6-7; Black & King, 2004: 80-81; cf. Stefansson, 2004: 6-8). Black and King note that emigrants who have integrated abroad may find that their re-integration at home is best facilitated through a transnational lifestyle that allows them to maintain their international professional and social networks (Black & King, 2004: 80). Moreover, they argue, transnational circulation can have positive impacts on the home society, since ‘transnational migrants, although they return only temporarily, can be seen as strengthening the bond between migrants and home communities in a way that can enhance the potential to promote development’ (ibid.: 80; see also Piper, 2009: 98).

In a similar vein, contributors to this special issue likewise probe additional types of secondary migration: circular migration, which Gmelch defines as the ‘frequent movement between two or more places’ (Gmelch, 1980, 136), and onward migration to new destinations. Together the papers show that secondary migration throws up multiple opportunities and obstacles in terms of legal status, access to resources, socio-economic wellbeing, socio-political integration, and the maintenance and dissolution of family life. As we shall see below, perpetual circulation is a strategy for the retired African immigrants in France who need to retain a base in France in order to retain eligibility for their French pensions (Hunter, this issue), and for Senegalese transmigrants in Italy, whose work there generates the remittances that sustain their kin in Senegal (Sinatti, this issue). Hunter and Sinatti remind us, however, that for many emigrants, a permanent return ‘home’ is the ultimate goal. Thus they would caution against over-normalising movement, since many disadvantaged migrants feel they are required to remain mobile despite their desire for eventual permanent return.

THE SPECIAL ISSUE

Having outlined the key developments in migration studies relating to transnationalism and the normalisation of mobility, the remainder of this introduction draws attention to the contributions made by the articles in this special issue. We frame our discussion around the interconnected temporal, spatial, social and legal dimensions explored by our contributors (cf. Oxfeld & Long, 2004: 4). We start by elucidating generational differences in motivations for migration (from young workers to retiring migrants). Next we examine the implications of healthcare challenges and changing responsibilities to kin in the home and host countries. Then we question the notion that returning to the ‘homeland’ simply means going ‘home’. Finally, we conceptualise multiple citizenship and perpetual migratory circulation as particular socio-economic and political strategies.

TEMPORAL DIMENSIONS: GENERATION AND THE LIFE CYCLE

Generational differences are a key feature of studies of return migration not least because a significant proportion of those ‘returning’ (such as the children of refugees or migrants) have never lived there and may not even have visited before (Allen & Turton, 1996: 6; Rogge, 1994: 39; Matsuoka & Sorensen, 2005: 164). Like diasporic peoples returning to their historical homelands, the children of migrants ‘leave behind their places of birth and travel to countries in which they have never themselves set foot, thus critically blurring the heretofore sacrosanct emigration/immigration and home/host country dichotomies’ (Stefansson, 2004: 7). Cornish, Peltzer and MacLachlan have shown that despite neither having first-hand experience of being uprooted from their homeland nor having been to Malawi, the Zambian-born offspring of Malawian refugees had inherited from their parents both an idealised impressions of Malawi and a belief that return would bring an end to their difficulties (Cornish et al., 1999: 279). Upon the actual move to Malawi, however, they were often disappointed by the poorer living conditions and relative lack of educational and employment opportunities in Malawi, and they often reflected more positively on life in Zambia (ibid: 280-281).

In this issue, Stef Jansen’s case study highlights that conceptions of return and resettlement amongst Bosnian refugees were delineated according to generation and stage in the life cycle. Older displaced Bosnians relished the opportunity to retire to their rural family homes, while the younger generations, starting families of their own, despaired of the lack of viable employment opportunities in these rural villages, and sought to re-emigrate in order better to provide for their young families (see also Stefansson, 2004: 2-3). Thus expectations of return change over the life course: while the older generations may focus on conditions for retirement, the younger generations (who would be more likely to shoulder responsibility for post-conflict reconstruction programmes) are concerned about educational and employment opportunities for themselves and their own families.

Other studies have focused specifically on the retirement end of the spectrum. Katy Gardner has argued that Bengali elders in London, who had arrived in the UK as young migrant labourers, oscillated between seeing themselves as temporary ‘sojourners’ who would one day return to Sylhet and seeing themselves as permanent ‘settlers’ who had integrated into the UK (Gardner, 2002: 93). On the one hand, many envisioned the homeland as the source of their spiritual and emotional sustenance (ibid: 22). On the other hand, during their return visits they no longer felt at home in their native Bengali villages (ibid: chapter 4). Moreover, as these men approached old age, they realised that their healthcare needs could best be met in the UK (ibid: chapters 6 and 9). Thus retired immigrants in Europe, who may have intended to return to their countries of origin in old age, may find instead that remaining in Europe offers them greater financial stability and more reliable social provision. Their desire to return home was also reduced by the feeling that their ties to their country of origin have weakened during their long absences.

The family and residential situations of these Bengali elders differ significantly from the ‘geographically single’ North African hostel residents in France who are the focus of Alistair Hunter’s paper in this issue, and yet the outcome is remarkably similar. The retired immigrants – who may have expected (and been expected) to retire to Africa – instead retained their base in France, ‘coming and going’ between their Parisian hostels and their family homes in North or West Africa. Hunter sets himself this puzzle: given that many ‘geographically single’ African migrants in France do not own property, have family, or hold citizenship there, thus appearing only minimally ‘implanted’ in France, why do they not return permanently to their places of origin in Africa (where they do own property and have family) upon retirement? Hunter surmises that existing economic, structural and transnational theories can provide only partial explanations in relation to the push and pull factors at individual, family, village or national level, and adds a systems approach that better recognises the significance of the ageing migrants’ incorporation into pension and welfare systems in France. Bureaucratically speaking, the migrants need to retain a base in France in order to maintain their eligibility for pensions and healthcare there, while still regularly visiting and sending remittances to their families in Africa.

SOCIAL DIMENSIONS: WELFARE, NETWORKS, AND FAMILIES

Much recent literature in migration studies has debated whether migration is primarily an individual or a family strategy, with most siding with the latter, giving rise to a focus on the relationship between emigrants and those ‘left behind’ (see Cooke, 2008; Gardner & Osella, 2003; Long & Oxfeld, 2004; Markowitz & Stefansson, 2004; Toyota et al, 2007). In his contribution to this issue, by contrast, Alistair Hunter argues that most theories predicting return migration place too much emphasis on the migrant’s inclusion in primary reference groups (such as family, community, ethnicity, state). New Economic Labour Migration and transnational approaches, he argues, emphasise remittances and connections to home, while neo-classical and structural accounts emphasise financial strains and exclusion from host societies, and all would therefore predict return migration by retirees.

Hunter’s work reveals, however, that despite these migrants’ lack of implantation in France, upon retirement they continued to come and go rather than returning definitively to their places of origin. For Hunter, this apparent anomaly can be explained through a systems approach that explains non-return by recognising individuals’ inclusion in host societies via their integration into social service systems. Retired immigrants who returned definitively would forfeit their earned eligibility for state welfare in France (particularly pensions and healthcare) and may have trouble reintegrating into their ‘home’ societies after a long absence abroad, especially one during which their status was enhanced by sending remittances to their families left behind. Paradoxically, this high status associated with absent kin contrasts not only with the low status of African migrants in France, but also with the fact that this elevated status is unsustainable in the event of a permanent return to Africa. They are, as Hunter puts it, ‘hostages to France’.

Giulia Sinatti’s argument takes the opposite trajectory. Arguing that migration is not a largely private affair involving the individual migrant and at most his or her immediate family, she focuses instead on migration as an extended family project in which social relations play an important part in shaping migrants’ return strategies (see also Cooke, 2008; Gardner & Osella, 2003; Toyota et al., 2007: 157). Sinatti highlights the Catch-22 for Senegalese transmigrants in Italy, whose ultimate goal is to return to and settle permanently in Senegal. On the one hand, migrants seek to accumulate sufficient capital in Italy to support the household upon return to Senegal; on the other hand, remittances sent back to Senegal are redistributed amongst extended family, and so a prolonged sojourn in Italy does not necessarily facilitate permanent return for the migrant. Senegalese transmigrants are thus trapped into a seemingly interminable cycle of coming and going in which re-emigration to Italy is both an economic and social obligation to kin and a personal failure to attain the ultimate goal of return. Like Hunter, then, Sinatti highlights that return is not an end to the migration cycle but is rather part of a process of ongoing movement, echoing conceptualisations of transmigrants as ‘permanent transients’ (see Stefansson, 2004: 6).

SPATIAL DIMENSIONS: QUESTIONING RETURN AS ‘GOING HOME’

Theorists of return are compelled to explore the multiple possible meanings of ‘home’, ‘homeland’ and ‘homecoming’ (see Koser & Black, 1999; Markowitz, 2004; Stefansson, 2004; Warner, 1994). ‘At its simplest,’ Koser and Black write, home ‘can represent a return to the refugee’s country of origin; but more generally, it is seen as more specific than that, involving the place of origin, perhaps the refugee’s own house or land that was abandoned at the time of flight’ and may be imbued with social, cultural, spiritual or economic values (Koser & Black, 1999: 7). This distinction might best be captured through the dual concepts of ‘home’ as the specific place of residence (town, village, property) and ‘homeland’ as the country or region of origin. Such nuances complicate the promotion of voluntary repatriation, since they raise the question of to where, exactly, should refugees return? The fact that ‘return’ is not necessarily to refugees’ pre-war ‘homes’ is reflected in Richard Black’s calculation that over half of all returnees are instead ‘relocated’ to somewhere other than their place of origin (Black, 2002: 131). It is clear that ‘return’ does not simply mean ‘going home’ (see Hammond, 2004: 3).

The UNHCR normally emphasises the return of refugees to their ‘country of origin’. In the case of Bosnia and Herzegovina, however, the Dayton Agreement specifically promoted the return of refugees to their pre-war ‘homes of origin’ in the hope that return would right the wrong of ethnic cleansing through reconciliation and reintegration, rather than entrenching ethnic divisions within the new state (see Black, 2002: 126). Nevertheless, in this issue, Stef Jansen highlights the predicaments of those Bosniac (Bosnian Muslim) refugees who returned neither to their homes or origin, nor to their previously ethnically heterogeneous areas of residence in what had become the Republic of Srpska, but rather to newly ‘unmixed’ locales within the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, where they had no particular links except that they shared the ethnicity of the local majority. Thus they did not return to their ‘homes of origin’ but rather were internally dispersed in a manner that perpetuated the ethnic differentiation between and homogenisation within the two political entities within Bosnia and Herzegovina. So-called ‘minority return’ that attempted to reverse this un-mixing was unpopular and met with protests. Jansen’s case study illustrates the negative impact this may have on the desire to mix with ethnic or national ‘others’ upon return home. Thus Jansen critiques the notion that ‘return’ necessarily implies either returning to one’s former place of residence (‘home’) or even returning to one’s region of origin or former residence (‘homeland’).

LEGAL DIMENSIONS: NATIONAL IDENTITIES AND TRANSNATIONAL STRATEGIES

Other scholars have theorised the relationships between national identity, and transnational strategies. For Oliver Bakewell, official UNHCR and state-level support for repatriation is in line with the presumption that citizens hold what he calls ‘heartfelt’ nationality, defined as an unchanging emotional bond and identification with country of origin (Bakewell, 2007). In fact, he argues, people may understand their nationality in very different ways. Some may view their nationality in terms of its historical contingency and chance relating to where they happen to have been born or brought up. Others have what Bakewell describes as ‘handheld’ nationality, which is pragmatic according to the availability of papers and assessments of their relative worth, and changeable according to current or projected circumstances (Bakewell, 2007).

Iain Walker’s paper in this issue highlights a case in which multiple citizenship and transnational property ownership are partly about the ability to make appropriate pragmatic and economic decisions in a politically unstable world. In his work with Comorian Zanzibaris of Hadrami origin, he found a great prevalence of dual or triple nationality, with people holding a combination of coastal East African, Arabic peninsula and European passports. He gives two main reasons for this. His first explanation is the passport as safety net, providing options in case of a sudden need to flee one country and resettle in another in the case of political unrest such as a resurgence of ethnic discrimination in the country of residence: thus multiple passports potentially offer protection against anti-Arab sentiment in southern Africa (e.g. Tanzania) and against anti-African sentiment in northern Africa (e.g. Yemen). Walker’s second explanation is the passport as an East African strategy for future economic success in Europe or the affluent Arabian Peninsula.

At the same time, however, multiple connections are also about identity, home and belonging: these particular permanent transients are also part of a translocal community in which they maintain not only long-term transnational business interests and property but also kin in multiple locations who are the generators or recipients of remittances and are interconnected through social and marriage networks. Having revealed these multiple belongings, however, Walker concludes that each is only ever a partial belonging, every connection being maintained, however tenuously, in case another potential ‘home’ should be withdrawn in the future. This resonates with multiple examples in which acquiring new citizenship requires relinquishing one’s previous citizenship. Other consequences of maintaining multi-local connections arise in Hunter’s discussion of North African immigrants in France who struggle with two systems, since integration into the French social security system was a key safety net that at the same time prevented their full-time or permanent return to North Africa.

CONCLUSIONS

Steven Vertovec has drawn attention to what he calls the ‘bifocality’ of transnational migrants, which he conceptualises as a ‘dual orientation’ to both ‘here’ and ‘there’ (i.e. both ‘host’ and ‘home’ societies) (Vertovec, 2004: 974-967). Vijay Agnew has similarly identified a ‘dual consciousness’. ‘The dual or paradoxical nature of diasporic consciousness’, she suggests, ‘is one that is caught between “here” and “there,” or between those who share roots, and is shaped by multilocality’ (Agnew, 2005: 14). Several of the contributors to this special issue on return migration, circular migration, and onward migration pose a series of challenges to assumptions of duality (rather than a more complex multiplicity) and dichotomisation of ‘home’ and ‘host’ (see also Ahmed et al., 2003: 4). Walker (this issue) challenges the assumption of duality by providing a more nuanced case study of transnational mobility entailing complex interconnections and circular movements between several destinations by people strategically holding multiple (not merely dual) citizenship. Jansen (this issue) challenges the impression of a static relationship with one’s homeland, highlighting the implications for refugees of being repatriated to their purported ‘homeland’ but to unfamiliar regions within that territory (rather than to their former places of residence, which had also been transformed in their absence), which leads Jansen to question the notion that ‘return’ means ‘going home’.

The contributors to this special issue share a concern with how migrants strategise according to a limited range of choices. The experiences of the migrants, the opportunities available to them, and the state structures within which they operate in exile impact, positively or negatively, upon the choices they make on whether to remain, return, circulate, or migrate onwards. In their different ways, our contributors grapple with the tensions between choice and constraint. Hunter and Sinatti’s case studies of African transnational migrants who circulate between Africa and Europe highlight the tensions between the benefits of being incorporated into European welfare systems and the resultant constraints on definitive return migration to Africa. For Walker’s research participants, it is more a question of creatively juggling eligibility for multiple passports in order to safeguard a range of options for onward migration, especially in case of the potential withdrawal of specific citizenship entitlements in the future. As Jansen’s paper illustrates, refugees’ attempts to return ‘home’ and to reintegrate can be compounded by the complicated transformations that have taken place in their ‘home’ societies while they were abroad. Integration, repatriation or resettlement should not be assumed to be a final event. On the contrary, secondary migration should be acknowledged as part of a process that may involve a combination of these outcomes. Indeed, contributors to this special issue highlight the desirability – from the perspective of refugees and migrants alike – of flexible and personalised combinations of local integration, return and resettlement, and continued cyclical or onward mobility.
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^1	  Responding to the criticism that transnational migration is not a new phenomenon – since international migrants have participated in transnational activities for over a century – transnational theorists responded by justifying their approach by arguing that rapidly improving transportation and communications technologies have facilitated a vast expansion of transnational activities in recent decades (Vertovec, 2001: 574; Levitt et al., 2003: 569; Portes, 2003: 874; Agnew, 2005: 10-11). Notwithstanding this expansion, however, others have argued that only a minority of migrants participate in transnational activities to any significant degree (Portes, 2003: 876-877), and so transnationalism represents a marginal activity rather than a mainstream element of migration.
